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Decisions of the United States Supreme Court on federal questions are absolutely binding on state courts, but there is 
disagreement about the force of lower federal court decisions. 


When the United States Supreme Court has fulfilled its duty to interpret federal law, a state court may not contradict or fail 
to implement the rule so established.' The decisions of the United States Supreme Court on federal questions are absolutely 
binding on the state courts and must be followed regardless of those courts' views.” Thus, a state supreme court, like any other 


state or federal court, is bound by the United States Supreme Court's interpretation of federal law. 


Decisions of the United States Supreme Court are also binding concerning the construction and effect of federal statutes* and 
treaties of the United States.” It is the Supreme Court's responsibility to say what a federal statute means, and once the Court has 


spoken, other courts must respect that understanding of the governing rule of law.° Furthermore, since congressionally approved 
interstate compacts constitute a federal law subject to construction based on federal standards, the United States Supreme Court's 


interpretations of a compact are binding upon state and local courts.’ 


Generally, the decisions of the federal courts on construction of the Federal Constitution are binding on the state courts. In 
particular, state courts must follow the precedent established by the case law of the United States Supreme Court in resolving 


constitutional claims.” In applying federal constitutional principles to state constitutional claims, however, the state supreme 


court does not necessarily apply the federal standards in the same way as the United States Supreme Court. 9 Thus, a state court 
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is not free to impose greater restrictions as a matter of federal constitutional law than those imposed by the Supreme Court.!! 
When the United States Supreme Court has decided a question of federal law that is directly applicable to and binding on the 


case the state courts are to decide, state courts owe obedience to the decisions of the Supreme Court, 12 and its judgment provides 


a rule to be followed until the Court sees fit to reexamine it. 1? 


The views of federal courts of appeals, however, do not bind a state supreme court when it decides federal constitutional 
question. 14 Similarly, decisions of the lower federal courts on federal questions that have not been decided by the United States 
Supreme Court are not binding on the state courts!’ though they are entitled to respectful consideration! when resolving a 
question of federal law in a uniform way!” and have some persuasive authority. ie Although the lower federal courts' decisions 
do not bind a state supreme court, the court gives them great weight when the rulings reflect a consensus. 13 Conflicting decisions 


of the federal courts leave the state courts free to decide the question for themselves.7° 


In the absence of controlling federal precedent, however, a state court may exercising its own judgment in adjudicating federal 
questions.”! Thus, a state high court's decisions interpreting the Federal Constitution are binding law in that state until the state 


high court or the United States Supreme Court declares a different rule. Conversely, a state intermediate appellate court may 


not follow a decision of the state supreme court on a matter of federal law if it conflicts with a later United States Supreme 


Court controlling decision.” 


CUMULATIVE SUPPLEMENT 
Cases: 


Precedent from the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit is not binding on Texas courts when interpreting Texas 
statutes. Cruz v. Abbott, 849 F.3d 594 (5th Cir. 2017). 


Although the Arizona Supreme Court recognizes the persuasive value of federal courts' interpretation of a federal procedural 
rule, it is not binding in the construction of the state rule. State v. Arizona Board of Regents, 507 P.3d 500 (Ariz. 2022). 


Delaware Supreme Court is free to give Delaware citizens the benefit of the United States Supreme Court's rule in any fashion 
that does not offend federal law. Powell v. Delaware, 153 A.3d 69 (Del. 2016). 


Determining whether a new criminal rule from state caselaw has retroactive application to cases on collateral review is a matter 
of state law, and, in analyzing that issue, courts look to decision of the United States Supreme Court in Teague and its progeny 
for guidance. Powell v. Delaware, 153 A.3d 69 (Del. 2016). 


Although the Court of Appeals is not bound by the opinions of federal district courts, they may be considered for their persuasive 
value. Charter Township of Ypsilanti v. Dahabra, 338 Mich. App. 287, 979 N.W.2d 725 (2021), appeal denied, 971 N.W.2d 
635 (Mich. 2022). 

Absent a United States Supreme Court pronouncement, the decisions of federal courts are not binding on Pennsylvania state 


courts, even when a federal question is involved. Wenk v. State Farm Fire and Casualty Company, 2020 PA Super 26, 228 
A.3d 540 (2020). 


[END OF SUPPLEMENT] 
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